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II.

REVIEW

Arnold H. Price, 1he Germanic Warrior Qubs. Universitas Verlag: Tiibingen, 1994.
Pp. 79.

Scholarship concerning the migrations of the Germanic tribes and their
assimilation into the Roman Empire has been divided for centuries into essentially two
schools of thought: the writings of medieval British, French and Italian authors and the
historians of the French Enlightenment, such as Montesquieu and Voltaire, who perceived
the Germanic migrations as destructive and malicious invasions of the Roman world; the
writings of nineteenth and twentieth century German scholar-apologists, who have sought
to justify the Germanic migrations by stressing that these movements were necessitated
by the pressure exerted upon the Germanic tribes by the westward progressing Huns and
by advancing arguments proving that the Germanic tribes preserved much more than they
destroyed upon entry into the Roman Empire. Both points of view are corroborated
by a vast amount of documentation. Eluding rational explanation are the many examples
of wanton destructiveness and vandalism perpetrated by the Germanic invaders.

By

serving to elucidate this mystery, The Germanic Warrior Clubs is a most welcome
addition to the scholarly literature on the subject.
,

Dr. Price's principal contributions are a more precise definition of the institutions
and social function of the warrior clubs, a more exact identification of their geographic
locations, and an integrated account of the dynamic role they played in the Germanic
invasions of Western Europe between the third and the fifth centuries. The Germanic
warrior club is defined by Dr. Price as a predominantly religious organization consisting
of free, unmarried men who had made a commitment to its deity, a joint commitment
manifested in communal living in their own village, in armed expeditions, in the wearing
of distinctive garbs and masks, in the worship of Woden, in the acquisition of a new,
almost magical identity and in the adoption of a new way of life. All free men had to
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join these organizations at the age of twelve.

Membership was terminated upon

inheriting a homestead or entering the state of matrimony.
According to the author's definition, such a warrior club constituted an
autonomous state within a larger tribal state. Its autonomy is exemplified by several
episodes from the saga of the Nibelungen. In the story of the Burgundian Nibelungen,
for example, Hagen is not subordinate to the commands of his king Gunther in a feudal
sense and makes major military decisions on his own; the warrior club nature of Hagen's
followers is demonstrated by their fight-to-the-finish compulsion. Similarly, the Norse
Nibelungen are represented as an independent group garrisoned in their own castle
obeying not the king but their own leader Siegfried. Siegfried's cape is perceived as a
vestige of the distinctive garb worn by members of warrior clubs which imbued them
with supernatural powers. A final aspect of the Nibelungen saga related to the warrior
club tradition is the document's presentation of the Dwarf Alberich as a special leader
with magical powers who lives at some distance from his fellow Nibelungen. These
characteristics are identical with those of a typical warrior club leader. The author
considers the dwarves in the Germanic epos to be mythological versions of certain
warrior club members. Not only does Dr. Price's interpretation of the Nibelungen saga
illuminate the influence of Germanic social practices upon early German literature; it also
clarifies the interpersonal relationships among the saga's characters and thus makes a
significant contribution to literary scholarship.
The book's revelation of the warrior club's autonomy sheds light upon the
hitherto perplexing discrepancy between the Germanic invaders' violence-noted by St.
Jerome, St. Augustine, Sidonius Apollinarius, Ammianus Marcellinus and Edward
Gibbon-and the constructive assimilation of the same Germanic invaders into Roman
civilization, verified by numerous eminent German apologists.

Which reports are

trustworthy? Dr. Price's study enables the researcher to identify more precisely the truth
and the exaggerations in both historical perspectives upon the Germanic invasions. His
elucidation of the mystical Dionysiac frenzy typical of these warrior clubs' behavior
during raids clarifies the terror associated with them by Tacitus and other ancient authors.
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His identification of the Saxons and the Salian Franks as two tribes having especially
active warrior clubs explains the salient roles these two particular tribes played in the
aggression leading to the Germanic settlement of Britain and northeastern France. His
declaration of the absence of warrior clubs among the Jutes and the Ripuarian Franks and
his omission of any references to the Hermanduri and the Marcomanni explains the
passive, even cordial temperaments of the latter tribes.
Dr. Price corroborates the case of the German apologists by presenting the
Saxons in Britain and the Ripuarian Franks in Neustria in two distinct phases of
evolution: during the decades immediately following their invasions these tribes
maintained their warrior status and built defensive castles; with the passage of time,
however, these warriors were tamed by the feudal system, became law abiding subjects
of the local lord and contributed to the establishment of the medieval Germanic kingdoms
and the advancement of the region's civilization. The author stresses that the process of
transition from the tribal to the feudal phase of Germanic history is poorly understood
and requires further investigation.
Especially useful is this book's association of the warrior clubs with exact
geographical locations. Dr. Price claims that villages and cities whose names and in
"ham" or "heim" were originally settled by and owe their existence to the migrations of
the warrior clubs. An examination of the map of Europe verifies his claim. In central
and south central England, regions settled by the Saxons, the observer does indeed note
a proliferation of place names ending in "ham", and an observation of the Rhine valley,
the area of the incursions of the Salian Franks, reveals a similar proliferation of place
names ending in "heim". Further corroborating the identification of these places as sites
of warrior club settlement is the discovery in their neighborhoods of row-grave
cemeteries and elevated sections of land intended for cul tic observances, typical attributes
of the warrior club village.
For readers interested in Swiss issues, it should be noted that the book uses as
an illustration of Hamsocn/Heimsuche the early modern Swiss practice whereby an
organized group of young men, often disguised as animals, descended with fury upon an
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unpopular fellow citizen in his home, consuming his food and drink and breaking his
furniture. Unfortunately, the author does not include the Alemanni among the Germanic
tribes he chooses to analyze.

Of especially high interest is the question whether the

exceptionally violent invasion of Switzerland by the Alemanni in the third century can
be attributed to warrior club practices and mentalities among Alemannic warriors. This
subject merits exploration.
While historically verifiable, the book's conclusion is most disturbing. Although
the warrior clubs were tamed by the twin processes of feudalism and Christianity, the
communities which they founded preserve even today trademarks of their military
origins.

Over the centuries this ancestral bellicose ghost has resurrected itself and

manifested itself in expressions of military might and fury and occasional Dionysiac
madness. Thus Dr. Price considers twentieth century German militarism to be a remnant
of a no longer overtly accepted pagan value system.

The Germanic endowment of

military commanders with a special wisdom similar to the power of divination attributed
to warrior club leaders, the Germanic perception of the armed forces as fulfilling a noble,
almost religious task and the Germanic anticipation of military disaster expressed by the
Siegfried Line of World War I, Operation Barberossa and the Ludendorf Bridge of World
War II are all evidence of the perpetuation of the ancient Germanic warrior club
mentality. The proven capacity of such a mentality to wreak havoc in Europe is the
source of the justified alarm of all of Germany's neighbors.

Students in Germanic

countries should study the history of their tribal and military past and should recognize
the role of the ancient warrior clubs in the formation of modern Europe.

Yet The

Germanic Warrior Clubs tacitly announces the far stronger ethical imperative exhorting
these same students to study more seriously the history of their region's theology and
philosophy and to learn to apply the dictates of reason and compassion expressed therein
in their own treatment of people of all races, as their Swiss brethren have been doing in
the fields of international diplomacy and domestic humanitarianism for the past five
hundred years.

H. Dwight Page
The University of Memphis
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